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Abstract 
This paper studies Chinese people’s risk perception from social environment. A survey is designed to investigate people’s 
feelings of safety and justice towards social environment in mainland China. Responses of 2486 participants from seven large 
administrative regions are collected and 1090 responses are selected as samples. The result is compared to an analysis of public 
relations crises in 2012. Results show that public relations events are more likely to happen in the areas where people feel safer. 
The occurrence of public relations crises has close relation with people’s feelings of justice on social security and law 
enforcement. 
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of HumTech2014. 
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1. Introduction 
In many cases, secondary crises present more difficulty in crisis response than the original ones. For example, in 
the 2011 Tohoku Earthquake, most victims were killed by a tsunami caused by a strong earthquake rather than the 
earthquake itself. The subsequent nuclear incident and public relations crisis were the main challenges for 
emergency response and drove the situation almost completely out of control. And another instance, in a train crash 
accident that occurred in Mainland China in 2011, the accident caused nation-wide doubt and criticism on 
responders’ inadequate rescue effort and communication. Crisis responders found that it was much more difficulty to 
deal with the public relations crisis than the accident itself. These two cases highlight the issue that making good 
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communication with people is as important as organizing response to the incident. Thus, it is necessary to improve 
the understanding of people’s behavior in face of a crisis. Behavior decision theory [1] indicates that risk perception 
and people’s behavior are closely related. It might be helpful to explain and predict people’s reaction to a crisis by 
studying how people perceive risk in normal situation. Much work has been done to explore people’s perception of 
risk. Many theories in psychology and sociology were developed to support studies on this topic. Psychometric 
paradigm is one of the most well-known methods to examine people’s intuitive risk judgment, which is helpful to 
identify numerous factors that influence people’s perception of risk, such as dread, newness and severity, etc. [2, 3]. 
Different from psychometric paradigm focused on individual’s risk perception, social amplification of risk 
framework (SARF) extended the scope to collectives’ perception of risk [4]. SARF attempted to explain the process 
that how communications of risk pass from sender to a receiver and how risks are amplified or attenuated by 
intermediate stations such as media, interpersonal discussion and so on [5,6]. After modern information technologies 
integrated into the communication network, the influence of the Internet and social media received a lot of acedemic 
attention in developing risk perception [7,8]. Based on the above theories, various risk factors and social indicators 
were developed to investigate people’s perception of certain risk [9,10].  
Generally all social indicators of risk perception have included some measure of people’s feeling of safety 
towards the environment, such as the the perception of food security, public secuirty, natual disasters and the like. 
However, there is little research focuses on the relationship between people’s perception of risk and the emergence 
of related risk events. This paper provides an opportunity to study this question in a context of public relations crisis 
in Mainland China. The paper first examines people’s perception of risk from social environment by looking at the 
perception of safety and justice. A survey is designed to investigate people’s overall feelings of safety and 
perception of justice on social security, law enforcement and education. The results were compared with an analysis 
of public relations crises in Mainland China. Results show that public relations events are more likely to happen in 
the areas where people feel safer. In addition, the occurrence of public relations crises has a close relation with 
people’s feelings of justice on social security and law enforcement.  
2. Methods 
2.1. Survey  
A survey was designed to investigate Chinese people’s feelings of safety in different places across the country. 
The survey was conducted with telephone interviews by Hrizon Research Consultancy Group, a renowned and 
highly specialized research and consulting company, from August to November in 2012. 
The survey started with a general question of people’s intuitive feeling of safety. Respondents were asked to rate 
their feeling of safety on a scale (0~10, 0=worst and 10=best) anchored by their own identified values, known as 
Cantril’s self-anchoring ladder scale [11].Various factors that may affect people’s feeling of safety were 
investigated, such as health, income, food security, pollution, public security, explosion to disasters, etc. The survey 
also looked into people’s perception of social equality and social justice, which was helpful to know better about 
people’s sense of safety from a different view. Related questions were listed as follows:  
 
Q1. Imagine the feeling of safety as an eleven-rung ladder where the bottom (0) represents the worst situation and 
the top (10) represents the best situation, on which step of the ladder do you feel you personally stand at the present 
time? 
 0     1     2     3     4     5     6     7     8     9     10 
 
Q2. How do you look social justice in the field of social security, law enforcement and education respectively? 
Social security            1. Very bad             2. Bad         3. Fair          4. Good       5. Very good 
Law enforcement        1. Very bad             2. Bad         3. Fair         4. Good        5. Very good 
Education                    1. Very bad             2. Bad         3. Fair         4. Good        5. Very good  
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2.2. Participants and samples  
 Participants were recruited from 20 cities across seven regions in China. These 20 cities include 4 first-tier cities, 
14 second-tier cities, and 2 third-tier cities.  In total, 2,486 responses were collected. Detailed information is shown 
in Table 1. 
Table 1: Sampling plan  
  City Province Region GDP ranking Sample size 
  Shanghai Shanghai East 1 199 
First-tier 
cities 
Beijing Beijing North 2 251 
Guangzhou Guangdong South 3 199 
Chongqing Sichuan Southwest 7 200 
  Wuhan Hubei Central 11 100 
 
 
 
Second-tier 
cities 
Qingdao Shandong North 12 100 
Nanjing Jiangsu East 14 100 
Shenyang Liaoning Northeast 17 100 
Changsha Hunan Central 18 100 
Harbin Heilongjiang Northeast 24 100 
Xi-an Shanxi Southwest 29 100 
Fuzhou Fujian South 30 100 
 Kunming Yunnan Southwest 53 100 
  *Nanning Guangxi South 63 106 
 *Hohhot Inner Mongolia North 64 105 
 *Urumqi Xinjiang Northwest 78 104 
 *Lhasa Tibet Southwest - 108 
 *Yinchuan Ningxia Northwest 161 100 
Third-tier 
cities 
*Dandong Liaoning Northeast 170 109 
*Kaili Guizhou Southwest 271 105 
Total     2486 
 
The goal of this study is to investigate the relationship between people’s feelings of safety and the occurrence of 
public relations crisis. As this study focuses on web-based public relations crisis, responses from participants under 
age 50 were filtered as samples (over 90% Internet users are under age 50 in mainland China). The samples were 
then categorized into seven groups: respondents from seven greater administrative regions: northwest, southwest, 
north, central, south, northeast, and east. Samples with missing data were removed and the remainder were balanced 
in gender, marital status, and social and economic status. The detailed information of sample distribution is 
presented in Table 2. 
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     Table 2. Sample distribution. 
Region city Sample size 
Northwest Ningxia, Xi-an 158 
Southwest Kunming, Chongqing 153 
North Beijing, Hohhot 156 
Central Wuhan, Changsha 158 
South Guangzhou, Nanning 155 
   
Northeast Harbin, Shenyang 155 
East Nanjing, Fuzhou 155 
Total   1090 
3. Analysis of public relations crisis 
Public relations crises are often caused by events that have significantly negative influence on the safety of 
people’s life and property, such as criminal event, terror attack, economic security affair, mass disturbance, school 
safety event, and the like. These events are apt to get social concern since social media become popular. Social 
media provide a fast and interactive platform for people to share information and exchange opinions. More and more 
public relations crises break out and expand rapidly on the Internet. For instance, in 2011, a 20-year old girl 
nicknamed as “Guo Meimei Baby” under real-name authentication as a commercial general manager of China’s Red 
Cross Society, posted several pictures to show off her wealth on Sina weibo (the most popular microblog in China), 
which was widely reposted and discussed on Sina Weibo and put Red Cross into a corruption scandal. Although the 
Beijing police found out that the wealth of Guo Meimei was not directly associated with the Red Cross, the 
reputation of China’s Red Cross Society is terribly damaged and the negative influence lasts to the date.  
The number of similar events increases a lot in recent years. Over 50% of them are related to law enforcement, 
administration and social security. There are many cases that people use social media to report officials who 
engaged in corruption, violence and misconduct, which lead to serious public relations crises.  A research group in 
Wuhan University in China developed a set of indicators and corresponding software ROST [12] to frame web-
based public relations crises. Three first-level index with different weight were determined to evaluate the size of a 
crisis: information coverage (40%), search interest (40%) and information interaction (20%). The detailed 
information of index is presented in Table 3. The evaluation result is represented as a score (0~100 grade). 
Generally, the event over 60 grade is considered as a hot social event or public relations event.  
Table 3. Two-level index of crisis evaluation. 
First-level Index Weight Second-level Index weight 
 
Information coverage 
 
40% 
News  20% 
BBS posts 10% 
Microblog posts 10% 
Search interest 40% 
Search frequency 15% 
time 25% 
Information interaction 20% Information exchange 20% 
 
This study extracted 84 public relations events that occurred in Mainland China in 2012 and categorized them 
into seven groups according to the location of crisis: northwest, southwest, north, central, south, northeast, east. For 
example, a robbery case that occurred in Nanjing city received nation-wide attention on the Internet as a result of 
insufficient response of the police. The case was selected as a public relations event with a label of “East”. The 
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regional distribution of public relations events is presented in Fig. 1. The result shows that public relations event 
happens more frequently in the east, central and southwest areas. 
 
 
Fig. 1. Regional distribution of public relations events in mainland China (2012). 
4. Results and discussion 
4.1. Feelings of safety and public relations crisis 
The result of people’s intuitive feelings of safety is presented in Fig. 2. The average values of intuitive feelings of 
safety in different regions range from 6.6 to 7.2 points. The order of scores from high to low is: east, southwest, 
central, north, northeast and northwest. The difference between the highest and the lowest is about 0.5 points. People 
who live in the northeast, north, south and northwest areas feel more insecure than those who live in the east, central 
and southwest parts. People from northwest area have less sense of safety than people from other places. Compared 
to the regional distribution of public relations events, the figure shows that public relations events are more likely to 
happen in the areas where people feel safer. A possible reason for this contradiction is that people who have better 
feelings of safety might have higher expectation on the security of environment and more willing to express 
opinions. 
 
 
 
Fig. 2. People’s intuitive feelings of safety (scale 0~10). 
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4.2. Feelings of justice and public relations crisis 
The results of people’s feelings of justice are presented in Fig. 3 (a), (b) and (c). Point 1~5 represents the lowest 
to highest ratings for the feelings of justice. The average values of three items are all at a relatively low level (below 
median level 2.5 points). Regard to feelings of justice on social security, the order of scores from high to low is: 
northwest, northeast, north, east, southwest, south and central. The difference between the highest and the lowest is 
about 0.44 points. For feelings of justice on law enforcement, the order is: northwest, northeast, south, east, 
southwest and central. The different between the highest and the lowest is about 0.36 points. And for feelings of 
justice on education, the order is: northwest, northeast, east, southwest, south, north and central. The difference 
between the highest and the lowest is about 0.4 points. 
In summary, people who live in the central, east and southwest parts make lower ratings on justice than people 
from other regions. People from northwest make the highest ratings. The results are commitment to people’s overall 
feelings of safety. Compare Fig. 3(a) and (b) with Fig. 1, we find that there are more public relations crises in the 
area where people have lower appraisal on the justice of social security and law enforcement. The results fit in with 
the fact that a great number of public relations crises are related to law enforcement, administration and social 
security.  
 
 
 
(a)                                                                                                                     (b) 
 
(c) 
Fig. 3. (a) Feelings of justice on social security, (b) Feelings of justice on law enforcement, and (c) Feelings of justice on education. (scale 1~5)  
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5. Conclusions 
People’s perception of risk has great influence on how they look at a crisis or even react to it. This study proposes 
a new perspective to study people’s perception of risk from social environment. A survey is designed to investigate 
people’s feelings of safety and justice towards social environment in Mainland China. Results show that people who 
live in developed areas such as the east, central and southwest parts have better feelings of safety and justice. The 
findings are compared to a study of public relations events in 2012. It is interesting to find that public relations 
events are more likely to happen in the areas where people feel safer. Comparison between people’s perception of 
justice and public relations crises indicates that public relations crises are more likely to happen in the areas where 
people have low appraisals on the justice of social security and law enforcement. The trend is more prominent in 
developed areas such as the east and central parts. This study provides implications for decision-making support or 
information system design with respect to management of public relations crises. The results are helpful to figure 
out what are hot topics in each region, how topics are shifting during crisis response, what’s the best time for 
intervention and so on. These questions will be studied in the future. 
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